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Chapter 1: Dropped in the Wrong Zone
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The rotor wash kicked up the thick jungle dust as the helicopter dipped low over the clearing. Heat pressed into my skin, and my knuckles went white around the strap of my rucksack. I wasn't supposed to be here—not like this, not alone, and definitely not without the team I was promised. But orders were orders, and somewhere along the bureaucratic chain of command, my name had been shoved into the wrong line on the wrong damn form.

I was dropped like a package. No escort. No intel. Just a GPS ping and a sat-phone that went dark as soon as I touched ground.

It didn’t feel like an assignment. It felt like abandonment.

The moment the bird lifted off behind me, I knew something was off. Not just the silence—though that was a warning in itself—but the kind of silence that pressed in like a fist to the throat. No animal sounds. No buzz of insects. Just air so thick it choked and trees that looked like they were waiting for me to make a mistake.

I adjusted the weight of the bag on my shoulder and walked toward the jungle edge. My boots sank into the muck, the foliage closing in like a trap. This was supposed to be a remote observation post—one abandoned by official forces after rumors of misconduct. My task was simple: assess, report, pull records. In and out.

But this wasn’t an outpost. There were no tents. No comms. No sign of soldiers.

Just tracks—deep and deliberate in the mud. Not military-issue boots. Heavier. Wider. And fresh.

A shiver crawled down my spine.

I pulled my weapon from its holster, the cold steel a small comfort, and stepped into the undergrowth.

Minutes stretched into hours. Or maybe that was just the way the jungle distorted time. Every rustle sent my finger to the trigger. Every birdcall—when they finally started—made me flinch. Sweat clung to every inch of my body, soaked through my shirt, trickled down the curve of my spine. I hated this. Not the field work. The not-knowing.

When the sun began to bleed orange through the canopy, I realized I wasn’t alone.

It was the stillness that gave them away.

I stopped walking. Slowly turned.

There—between two massive trees—was a man. Half-shadow. Half-statue. His body painted in streaks of mud and ash. Silent. Watching. His gaze pinned me like a knife point.

Another stepped from the left, so quiet I nearly missed him. This one had a scar down his cheek and a rifle slung low over his chest. He tilted his head like he was studying prey.

The third didn’t appear so much as arrive. One moment there was nothing. The next—he was behind me. I didn’t hear him. Didn’t feel him. But I knew.

The air changed around me. Charged. Lethal.

“Drop the weapon,” a voice growled behind me.

I didn’t move.

The first man took a step forward. “You don’t want to wait for him to ask again.”

My gun clattered to the ground.

And still, no one moved to pick it up. They weren’t worried about me. I wasn’t a threat. I was something else. An anomaly. A problem.

Or maybe something worse.

The third man came into view. His face was hard angles and darker eyes. He looked at me like I was a riddle he didn’t want to solve.

“Who sent you?” he asked.

I opened my mouth to answer, but nothing came out. The truth felt flimsy in front of them.

He stepped closer. His hand brushed the tag at my belt—my badge. His gaze flicked down, then back up, locking with mine.

“You don’t belong here,” he said, voice flat.

“I’m with War Crimes Division. I have authorization—”

“No,” he cut in. “You’re not supposed to be here. This zone’s been blacked out for two years.”

That wasn’t possible. The intel—my files—none of them mentioned a black zone. There was supposed to be an investigation. Records. A team.

I looked at the three of them again.

“You’re not listed in any division,” I said slowly. “No names. No ID. Ghost tags.”

The scarred one smirked. “That’s the point.”

I should have run. I should have demanded evac, radioed command, something. But my sat-phone was dead. And these men—these soldiers—weren’t giving me a choice.

The first man—tall, broad, the one with a gaze like a sniper scope—closed the distance between us. He didn’t touch me. Not yet. But he didn’t have to.

“We don’t do rescue,” he said. “We don’t answer to command. And you just walked into something you’re not walking out of.”

I wanted to believe he was bluffing. That this was intimidation. A test.

But when the second man came behind me again and wrapped something around my wrists—tight, efficient, practiced—I knew better.

They weren’t going to kill me.

They were going to keep me.

I wasn’t part of the mission.

Now?

I was the mission.
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Chapter 2: The Ghosts in the Jungle
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They moved like shadows, dragging me through the underbrush with surgical precision, every step calculated, every pause deliberate. I stumbled once, nearly faceplanting into the wet leaves, but the man behind me—Scar—grabbed my arm before I fell, his grip bruising, his breath hot against my ear.

“Keep up. Or I’ll carry you.”

He said it like a threat. Like carrying me wouldn’t be out of mercy—it’d be because he wanted to feel me crushed against him, helpless and angry.

My hands were bound in front of me with thick cable tie, tight enough to sting. I’d worked extraction before. I’d been embedded with units that had gone gray—off-book, rogue. But this? This was different.

These men weren’t ghosts of war.

They were its aftermath.

The third man—the one who hadn’t spoken yet—led the way. His build was leaner, but there was something off about him. Quiet like a predator. He didn’t even glance back at me as he parted vines with a machete and moved through the terrain like he’d been born in it.

The tall one—Sniper, I started calling him in my head—walked beside me. Silent. Heavy. His eyes never left me, and I could feel them even when I wasn’t looking. They scraped over my skin like he was memorizing the curve of my shoulders, the slope of my back, the way my thighs tensed when I tried to keep pace.

The silence between them was a language. Not just comrades-in-arms, but something more—something forged in blood, survival, and something rawer. I could feel it when they moved, the way they shifted without speaking, a unit more intimate than any command structure had a right to be.

“What is this place?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

No one answered.

We reached a narrow ridge, and the jungle fell away to a clearing below—a half-buried structure, camouflaged with netting, vines, and layers of filth. Concrete teeth jutted from the ground like bones of a dead facility. There were motion sensors along the trees, makeshift solar panels, what looked like signal jammers stitched into scrap metal towers.

A forward operating base—but feral. Forgotten.

Sniper finally spoke. “Welcome to the den.”

Den. Not base. Not post.

The way he said it made my stomach twist.

They led me down a slope, into the belly of the old bunker. Inside, it smelled like sweat, gun oil, and heat. Faint generator hum buzzed behind the walls. Weapons lined the racks—mostly custom jobs, modified, illegal. One wall had surveillance feeds patched together with duct tape and cracked screens. No signal to the outside. Just eyes in the jungle.

Scar pushed me toward a steel chair in the center of the room and I sat hard, the bite of cold metal against my thighs making me flinch.

“Start talking,” he said. “Who sent you?”

“I already told you. War Crimes Division. We had reports—”

“You think we don’t know what they said about us?” the quiet one finally spoke, his voice deep and dispassionate. “That we went rogue. That we slaughtered civilians. That we burned an entire village to cover a failed op.”

I swallowed. “I didn’t say that.”

“No,” he agreed, “but you came here to prove it.”

I looked at each of them—these monsters dressed as men. But their eyes didn’t show guilt. They didn’t show pride, either.

They showed pain. Suffering that ran marrow-deep.

Something in me twisted.

“You’re Ghost Unit,” I said quietly. “The classified spec-ops group pulled off the grid two years ago. Everyone thought you were dead.”

Sniper smiled. “Not dead. Just too dirty to bring home.”

Scar leaned down, eyes gleaming. “So now the brass sends a pretty little badge to see if we’re worth cleaning up.”

“That’s not—”

“You’re not the first,” he cut in. “But you’ll be the last.”

The room pulsed with heat. I could feel it between my legs, against the bindings on my wrists, in the way my heartbeat throbbed against the thin collar of my shirt. My body was responding, even as my brain screamed to stay sharp.

“You think tying me up makes you in control?” I snapped, forcing steel into my voice.

Scar smirked. “No. That just makes it easier not to break you too fast.”

The quiet one stepped forward, crouched before me. His hand lifted, two fingers tracing my cheek. Not rough. Not cruel. Just... intentional.

“Tell us the truth,” he said, his voice softer than I expected. “And we’ll decide what to do with you.”

I stared into his eyes and saw the wreckage there. Not evil. Not insanity. Just men who had been broken and left to rot.

“I don’t know the truth,” I whispered. “That’s why I came. I’m not your enemy.”

Sniper stepped closer. “No, little badge. You’re just bait.”

The lights flickered once. A warning.

Outside, something moved in the trees.

Ghost Unit didn’t flinch—but every muscle in their bodies went alert. Their attention snapped to the monitors. Motion. Infrared signatures. More than one.

“We’ve been compromised,” the quiet one said.

Scar looked at me, then back at them. “We move now.”

Sniper’s eyes locked with mine. “You’re coming with us.”

“I can’t—”

He cut the bonds on my wrists with a quick swipe of his knife. “You’re not a prisoner anymore.”

My skin stung from where the ties had been, blood rushing back into my hands. I stood, and they didn’t wait. They were already moving, grabbing packs, checking weapons.

“Why me?” I demanded, trailing after them.

Scar glanced over his shoulder. “Because now that you’ve seen us... we can’t let you go.”

And deep down, something in me didn’t want to.
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Chapter 3: Hands That Don’t Hesitate

[image: ]


The jungle swallowed us whole.

Branches whipped past my face as I ran, sweat streaking down my neck, breath burning in my lungs. Ghost Unit didn’t wait, didn’t slow. They moved like animals bred for this—senses dialed up, bodies already in sync with the chaos erupting behind us. And me? I was just trying not to fall behind.

We were being hunted. I could feel it. Whoever had found the bunker wasn’t local militia. These were trained men. Coordinated. Fast. Armed. But not as armed as the men I was now tangled up with.

The quiet one—who I’d started thinking of as Shade—paused at a ridge, motioned with two fingers, and without a word, they split formation. Scar took the flank, slipping through the foliage like a ghost. Sniper covered the rear, his rifle already in hand, eyes scanning every shadow.

Shade turned to me. “You stay close. Don’t speak unless it’s to warn.”

“And if I fall behind?”

He looked me dead in the eye. “Then don’t.”

We pushed forward. The terrain got rougher, elevation rising. They didn’t slow for me, but they didn’t leave me either. Shade kept glancing back, just enough to make sure I was still alive. That small gesture—barely a flicker of acknowledgment—sent a heat curling in my chest. It wasn’t kindness. It was ownership.

I was theirs now. Whether I wanted to be or not.

Sniper moved up beside me at some point, his long fingers brushing my lower back as I stumbled on a root.

“You’re not useless,” he murmured. “But don’t expect us to coddle you.”

“I didn’t ask for that.”

He gave me a look—flat and unreadable. “Good.”

We reached a rocky overhang, a jagged cave half-buried by vines. Shade signaled, and we filed in. Scar was already inside, crouched near the wall, checking a duffel full of gear—ammo, rations, maps, medkits. Everything they’d salvaged from the den. Their efficiency was terrifying. Practiced. Unshakable.

I leaned against the stone, trying to slow my breathing. The air in the cave was cooler, but the heat inside me didn’t fade.

Not with them so close.

Scar was watching me. His eyes slid over my legs, up my hips, to the way my shirt clung to my chest.

“You always run this hot, little badge?” he asked.

“Maybe I don’t like being hunted.”

He stood and closed the distance between us. Not rushing. Just... arriving. His hand came up, fingers ghosting over my throat, pressing lightly—not enough to choke, just enough to remind me how easy it would be.

“That’s not the only reason you’re burning,” he said.

I should’ve pushed him away. Should’ve snarled some threat, some warning. But my breath hitched, and he felt it.

His mouth brushed my ear. “You feel it too. Don’t lie.”

And god help me, I did.

I didn’t know what they’d done to me. Whether it was adrenaline, fear, trauma-bonding—or maybe just the sharp, dark magnetism of men who had nothing left to lose—but my body responded to them like it had been waiting.

Scar pulled back with a smirk. “That’s what I thought.”

Shade crouched by the cave’s mouth, adjusting the scope on his rifle. “We’ve got two tails. Maybe more. They’re tracking footprints, not signal.”

Sniper was pacing, silent, eyes distant like he was listening to ghosts.

“We can’t outrun them for long,” he said. “We draw them in. Trap. Eliminate.”

My heart stuttered. “You’re planning to fight?”

Shade looked over his shoulder. “Always.”

Scar handed me a knife. “If they get close, you don’t hesitate.”

I stared at the blade, heavy in my palm. “I’m not a killer.”

“You will be,” he said.

Sniper crouched beside me, his fingers brushing mine—steady, firm, cold.

“Don’t flinch. Don’t think. Hands that hesitate are the first to bleed.”

There was no romance in his voice. Just truth.

Shade adjusted the sling on his weapon, then stood and came to me, his hand closing over my wrist. Unlike the other two, his touch wasn’t demanding. It was grounding. Real. His thumb traced over my pulse.

“You hold on to that fire, badge,” he murmured. “Just don’t let it blind you.”

Then he released me and moved to the entrance again.

They were preparing for war.

And me?

I stood in that cave, my chest rising and falling too fast, the knife trembling slightly in my grip, my thighs still aching from the run and the heat that hadn’t burned off.

I wasn’t just in enemy territory.

I was inside the fire now.

And part of me didn’t want out.
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